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THE  WHITE  HOUSE 

WASH  I  NGT.ON 

June  2,  1980 


Dear  Secretary  Bergland; 

As  Chairperson  of  the  Consumer  Affairs  Council  and  on  behalf  of 
President  Carter,  I  am  pleased  to  approve  the  Department  of 
Agriculture's  consumer  program  established  under  Executive 
Order  12160.  The  Department's  program  will  play  a  vital  role 
in  assuring  that  consumer  interests  will  be  an  integral  part  of 
agency  decisionmaking. 

The  publication  of  agency  consumer  programs  on  June  9  will  mark 
the  culmination  of  several  years  of  work  by  many  capable  and 
dedicated  people  both  within  and  outside  the  government.  The 
contribution  and  assistance  provided  by  Dr.  W.  Neill  Schaller 
of  your  staff  have  been  particularly  helpful.  The  fact  that 
Dt.  Schaller  will  be  reporting  directly  to  you  should  provide  him 
with  the  opportunity  to  review  rules,  policies,  programs,  and 
legislation  to  assess  their  potential  impact  on  consumers.  Your 
program  is  further  strengthened  by  the  designation  of  agency 
consumer  affairs  contacts,  the  establishment  of  a  Departmental 
Consumer  Affairs  Working  Group,  and  the  review  by  the  Department's 
consumer  office  of  public  participation  plans  and  draft  impact 
analyses . 

During  the  coming  months,  I  will  be  especially  interested  to 
observe  the  effectiveness  of  the  Department's  consumer  complaint¬ 
handling  procedures,  as  well  as  the  analysis  and  consideration 
of  consumer  concerns  and.  comments  on  proposed  USDA  activities. 

We  are  all  operating  under  stringent  budgetary  conditions,  but  I 
urge  you  to  assess  over  the  coming  months  whether  additional 
resources  need  to  be  allocated  to  the  Department's  consumer  office. 

With  the  publication  of  each  agency's  final  program,  a  new  phase 
of  our  work  begins.  This  office  will  work  closely  with  you  in 
monitoring  the  effectiveness  of  the  Department's  consumer  program 
in  meeting  the  standards  of  the  Order  and  in  achieving  the  ^ 
obejetives  you  have  set  for  the  Department,  During  this  time  my 
staff  and  I  will  be  available  to  help  in  any  way  we  can.  I  will 
be  reporting  to  the  President  at  the  end  of  each  fiscal  year  on 
government-wide  progress  under  the  Order,  and  I  am  sure  that  these 
reports  will  reflect  considerable  success. 

Thank  you  for  doing  your  part  in  this  effort.  I  am  confident  that 
implementing  this  Execut 
contribution  to  consumer 


Special  Assistant  to  the  President 
for  Consumer  Affairs 


ve  Order  will 
welfare 


important 
States . 


The  Honorable  Bob  S.  Bergland 
Secretary  of  Agriculture 
Washington,  D.  C.  20250 
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DEPARTMENT  OF  AGRICULTURE 

Office  of  the  Secretary 

Final  Consunter  Affairs  Plan 

AGENCY:  United  States  Department  of  Agriculture. 
action:  Final  Consumer  Affairs  Plan. 

summary:  The  purpose  of  this  document  is  to  give  notice  of 
the  Final  Consumer  Affairs  Plan  of  the  Department  of 
Agriculture  (USDA).  As  part  of  the  Final  Plan,  a  Special 
Assistant  to  the  Secretary  for  Consumer  Affairs  has  been 
appointed.  This  senior-level  person  will  serve  as  Director  of 
the  Department’s  new  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  upon  its 
establishment,  which  will  be  accomplished  by  July  9. 1980. 
The  Special  Assistant  has  already  taken  steps  to  carry  out 
many  of  the  Office  functions  described  in  the  Final  Plan. 
Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  have  been  designated  and  a 
USDA  Consumer  Affairs  Working  Group  has  been  formed. 
EFFECTIVE  DATE:  June  9,  1980. 

FOR  FURTHER  INFORMATION  CONTACT: 

Neill  Schaller,  Special  Assistant  for  Consumer  Affairs,  or 
Gibby  Edwards  in  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs,  United 
States  Department  of  Agriculture,  Washington.  D.C.  20250. 
202/447-3961. 

USDA  FINAL  CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PLAN 

Preamble 

Final  Plan 

I.  Consumer  Affairs  Perspective 

II.  Consumer  Participation 

III.  Information 

IV.  Education  and  Training 

V.  Complaint  Handling 

VI.  Oversight 

VII.  USDA  Organizational  Chart 
PREAMBLE 

In  response  to  Executive  Order  12160,  the  Department  of 
Agriculture  published  its  Draft  Consumer  Affairs  Plan  in  the 
Federal  Register  on  December  10. 1979.  This  Draft  Plan  has 
now  been  carefully  revised  on  the  basis  of  public  comments. 
USDA  staff  reviews,  and  an  evaluation  by  the  White  House 
Consumer  Affairs  staff. 

Review  and  Evaluation  Process 

A  White  House  press  conference  and  news  release 
accompanied  publication  of  Departmental  Consumer  Affairs 
Plans  in  the  Federal  Register  on  December  10.  The  following 
additional  steps  were  taken  by  the  Department  during  the 
subsequent  90-day  public  comment  period  to  increase 
awareness  of  our  Draft  Plan  and  to  encourage  comments  on 
it; 

•  A  Departmental  press  release  on  the  Consumer  Affairs 
Plan  was  issued  December  11. 1979. 

•  The  Under  Secretary  for  International  Affairs  and 
Commodity  Programs  and  all  assistant  secretaries,  directors, 
agency  heads,  and  State  Coordination  and  Administration 
Committees  were  asked  to  react  to  the  Plan  and  to 
encourage  public  comments. 

•  A  newly-appointed  Special  Assistant  to  the  Secretary 
for  Consumer  Affairs  participated  with  other  Federal 
consumer  affairs  representatives  in  an  open  meeting  on  the 
Consumer  Executive  Order  and  Federal  Department  plans 
sponsored  by  consumer  and  public  interest  organizations  in 
Philadelphia,  Pennsylvania. 


•  The  Special  Assistant  participated  in  a  similar 
workshop  in  Washington.  D.C.  sponsored  by  the  White 
House  Consumer  Affairs  Office. 

•  A  letter  from  the  Secretary  of  Agriculture  to  some  1,300 
consumers  and  consumer  organizations  called  further 
attention  to  the  USDA  plan  and  encouraged  comments. 

•  The  Special  Assistant  encouraged  comments  from 
individuals  and  organizations  through  direct  personal 
contacts  and  meetings. 


The  Department  received  93  public  and  internal  comments 
as  follows: 

Individual  Consumers . . . . . .  21 

Consumer  and  Public  Interest  Organizations _  25 

Business  and  Trade  Associations . . . . .  9 

Federal,  State,  and  Local  Government .  8 

Other . 30 

Total . . . 

93 

•  The  Department’s  proposed  appointment  of  a  senior- 
level  person  to  serve  as  Special  Assistant  to  the  Secretary 
for  Consumer  Affairs  was  identified  as  a  major  strength  of 
the  Plan. 

•  A  few  individuals  and  organizations  said  the  proposed 
Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  would  seem  to  duplicate  existing 
responsibilities. 

•  Several  p’eople  described  the  Draft  Plan  as  typically 
bureaucratic  in  both  language  and  content. 

•  Most  commenters  said  the  Plan  was  not  complete  or 
‘  detailed  enough  for  them  to  judge  its  adequacy. 

•  Organizations  representing  the  interests  of  elderly, 
youth,  and  handicapped  people,  American  Indians,  and  other 
groups  noted  omission  of  special  efforts  to  reach  and  involve 
such  people. 

•  To  some,  the  Plan  was  Washington-oriented.  They  said  it 
overlooked  the  responsibilities  and  current  assistance  of 
USDA  regional  offices  and  field  staff  and  USDA-allied  State 
Cooperative  Extension  personnel  who  are  in  daily  contact 
with  the  consuming  public. 

The  discussion  below  reviews  the  comments  received  as 
they  apply  to  particular  aspects  of  the  Plan  and  explains 
changes  made  in  response  to  the  comments. 


Many  of  the  comments  expressed  concern  about  the 
manner  in  which  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  (OCA)  will 
be  integrated  into  the  Department’s  existing  structure. 

Current  procedures  established  under  Executive  Order 
12044,  requiring  public  participation  and  impact  analyses, 
provide  a  mechanism  for  implementing  much  of  the 
Executive  Order.  The  Final  Plan  describes  the  relationship 
between  the  new  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  and  existing 
public  participation  and  anlytical  staffs.  The  OCA  will  be 
expected  to  monitor  and  evaluate  the  effectiveness  of 
existing  procedures  from  the  consumer  standpoint. 

Further  concern  was  expressed  with  regard  to  the  ability 
of  the  Special  Assistant  for  Consumer  Affairs  to  fully 
participate  in  USDA  decision-making.  The  Special  Assistant 
for  Consumer  Affairs  is  a  senior-level  executive  position 
located  in  the  immediate  Office  of  the  Secretary  and 
reporting  directly  to  the  Secretary.  Thus,  he/she  has  the 
authority  to  fully  participate  in  and  influence  USDA 
policymaking  and  decision  systems. 

Some  comments  cited  the  need  for  a  larger  staff  to  deal 
with  consumer  affairs.  Although  OCA  is  composed  of  three 
staff  members,  the  Office  will  also  be  assisted  by  Consumer 
Affairs  Contacts  in  USDA  agencies.  Public  Participation  and 
information  specialists,  and  program  analysts.  The  roles  of 
these  individuals  are  outlined  in  the  Final  Plan.  Similarly,  the 


Summary  of  Comments 


Consumer  Affairs  Perspective 
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budget  for  OCA  is  only  a  portion  of  that  which  will  be 
expended  in  support  of  the  Consumer  Executive  Order. 
Agencies  provide  additional  monies  to  further  consumer 
involvement  on  specific  issues. 

A  question  was  raised  as  to  why  only  certain  agencies  will 
be  asked  to  designate  consumer  affairs  specialists.  This  has 
been  addressed  in  the  “Consumer  Affairs  Perspective” 
section  of  the  Final  Plan. 

Whereas  the  Draft  Plan  stated  that  certain  agencies  would 
be  required  to  designate  consumer  affairs  specialists,  the 
Final  Plan  substitutes  the  word  “contact"  for  “specialist.” 
Personnel  who  will  carry  out  the  functions  of  this  Plan  may 
have  broad  skills  and  responsibilities.  Moreover,  by  calling 
them  Consumer  Contacts,  the  Department  is  recognizing  that 
the  consumer  perspective  will  be  addressed  by  all  program 
people. 

Consumer  Participation 

Some  commenters  noted  that  the  Plan  deals  mainly  with 
participation  in  the  development  and  review  of  rules  and 
regulations.  The  Department  realizes  the  importance  of 
public  input  into  policy  and  program  decisions,  as  well  as 
rulemaking,  and  will  continue  to  stress  participation  in  these 
areas. 

Effective  communication  with  consumers  requires  much 
more  than  increased  distribution  of  the  Federal  Register.  It 
was  noted  that  the  Final  Plan  should  emphasize  creative 
mediums  to  address  the  unique  needs  of  different  kinds  of 
consumers  (such  as  the  elderly,  handicapped,  youth,  and  the 
traditionally  “unrepresented”).  USDA  realizes  that  the 
Federal  Register  is  inaccessible  to  many  consumers.  We  will 
continue  to  seek  better  ways  to  reach  the  consumer  and 
provide  information  through  more  readily  available  means. 

The  Department’s  policy  and  procedures  for  reimbursing 
public  participants  were  not  finalized  when  the  Draft  Plan 
was  published.  The  reimbursement  program  is  now  in  effect 
and  a  handbook  describing  the  policy  and  procedures  is 
currently  available. 

A  question  was  raised  as  to  which  Departmental  actions 
are  covered  by  the  “Impact  Analysis”  requirement  under 
existing  procedures.  This  applies  to  all  agency  actions  with 
the  exception  of  personnel  selection,  agency  management 
and  procurement. 

Information 

Several  comments  underscored  the  need  for  a  consumer 
manual,  as  proposed  in  our  Draft  Plan.  A  “how  to 
participate”  manual  has  been  written  by  the  Department’s 
Public  Participation  Staff  and  is  available  from  that  office. 
OCA  will  publish  an  additional  guide,  dealing  specifically 
with  consumer  issues,  with  a  planned  release  date  of  Fall 
1980. 

Some  individuals  who  responded  to  the  Draft  Plan  said  it 
failed  to  identify  or  provide  for  evaluation  of  current 
consumer  information.  It  was  also  noted  that  the  draft  does 
not  specify  what  new  information  will  be  provided  and  how 
and  when  it  will  be  distributed.  USDA  aclmowledges  the 
importance  of  these  points  and  has  responded  to  them  in  the 
Final  Plan. 

Comments  were  received  suggesting  that  USDA  make 
more  effective  use  of  its  regional  or  field  offices.  ’These 
offices  provide  a  valuable  information  service  for  the  areas 
they  serve  and  will  be  involved  in  implementation  of  the 
Final  Plan. 

Education  and  Training 

Several  individuals  noted  that  the  Cooperative  Extension 
Service  has  many  educational  programs  for  consumers.  The 


Department  agrees  and  fully  intends  to  involve  the  Extension 
system. 

Another  comment  discussed  the  need  for  representatives 
of  consumer  and  public  interest  groups  to  participate  in  the 
planning  and  conduct  of  training  sessions  and  consumer 
forums.  USDA  will  take  the  steps  necessary  to  ensure  public 
involvement  in  decisions  about  these  programs,  such  as 
establishing  content,  locations  and  formats. 

Some  comments  requested  detailed  information  regarding 
the  training  of  USDA  personnel  and  consumer  members  of 
USDA  advisory  panels.  Many  of  these  details  are  being 
developed.  Some  will  be  covered  in  a  Secretary’s 
Memorandum  describing  the  Department’s  implementation 
of  the  Executive  Order,  to  be  issued  during  the  summer  1980. 
The  Special  Assistant  for  Consumer  Affairs  and  the  agency 
Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  will  be  responsible  for  training 
agnecy  personnel.  Technical  assistance  will  be  provided  by 
OCA  for  the  consumer  members  of  USDA  advisory  panels. 


Numerous  comments  were  received  requesting  more 
information  about  the  consumer  complaint  handling 
functions  of  OCA.  USDA  recognizes  the  need  for  a  detailed 
plan  for  the  systematic  handling  of  complaints.  This  is 
especially  important  due  to  the  extreme  diversity  of  USDA 
programs,  the  geographic  decentralization  of  the  Department 
and  the  varying  degrees  of  control  over  held  offices  within 
the  Agencies.  'The  Final  Plan  specifies  that  guidelines  will  be 
established  to  assure  that  complaints  will  be  handled  and 
used  as  inputs  into  program  and  policy  decisions. 


Other  comments  included  a  concern  about  the 
coordination  of  separate  Federal  agency  offices  and  their 
consumer-related  activities;  the  desire  to  give  state  and  local 
organizations  greater  responsibility  in  consumer  affairs;  a 
need  for  reviewing  and  monitoring  research  programs 
related  to  consumer  behavior;  and  the  view  that  one 
consumer  affairs  office  should  represent  all  of  the  agencies 
in  the  Federal  government. 

The  Department’s  Final  Plan  seriously  attempts  to  respond 
to  the  comments  and  suggestions  received.  Not  every 
concern  or  question  raised  by  reviewers  is  fully  answered  in 
the  Final  Plan.  Intentionally,  the  document  is  still  a  “plan.” 
Many  comments  deal  essentially  with  its  implementation. 

We  will  seek  both  consumer  participation  and  internal 
USDA  participation  to  fill  in  many  of  the  details.  All 
comments  received  during  the  comment  period,  and  from 
now  on,  will  be  considered  carefully  by  those  responsible  for 
the  further  development  and  implementation  process. 

Certain  changes  in  the  Final  Wan  should  be  explained: 

•  The  Draft  Plan  said  that  the  Department’s  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs  would  consist  of  a  Director,  Deputy 
Director,  and  secretary.  The  Final  Plan  says  that  additional 
assistance  will  be  obtained,  as  needed,  through  temporary 
assignments,  and  that  both  the  size  and  composition  of  the 
staff  wUl  be  reexamined  by  February  1981. 

The  need  to  contain  the  Federal  budget  is  not  the  only 
reason  for  this  response.  Much  of  the  responsibility  for 
administering  Department  programs  rests  with  USDA 
agencies.  The  Consumer  Affairs  Plan  will  falter  if  agencies 
are  not  involved  in  a  meaningful  way  in  this  new  initiative. 
The  designation  of  Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  and  formation 
of  a  Consumer  Affairs  Working  Group,  described  in  the  Final 
Plan,  will  not  only  provide  for  agency  involvement,  but 
broaden  the  Department’s  consumer  affairs  “team.”  In 
addition,  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  will  work  directly  ' 
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with  the  Under  Secretary  for  International  Affairs  and 
Commodity  Programs,  Assistant  Secretaries,  Directors, 
agency  heads  and  other  top  staff  to  assure  that  consideration 
of  consumer  concerns  is  given  proper  attention. 

Two  other  characteristics  of  the  Department  underscore 
the  importance  of  inhouse  participation  in  implementation  of 
the  Final  Plan:  The  extreme  diversity  of  USDA  programs  and 
the  wide  dispersion  of  U3DA  staff  around  the  country.  About 
90  percent  of  the  Department’s  employees  are  located  in 
regional,  state,  and  county  offices.  Marked  differences  exist 
in  agency  missions,  styles,  and  current  consumer  affairs 
programs. 

•  The  Draft  Plan  says  that  the  Department  will  “establish 
a  consumer  complaint  handling  function  in  the  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs  under  the  Deputy  Director.”  The  Final  Plan 
postpones  specific  delegation  of  this  responsibility  within 
OCA  until  the  task  can  be  identified  more  fully  and  weighed 
against  the  delegation  of  OCA  staff  responsibilities  for  other 
parts  of  the  Plan. 

FINAL  PLAN 

I.  CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PERSPECTIVE 

In  response  to  Executive  Order  12160,  the  Secretary  has 
appointed  a  Special  Assistant  for  Consumer  Affairs  who  will 
serve  as  Director  of  the  USDA  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs. 
This  is  a  Senior  Executive  Service  position  reporting  directly 
to  the  Secretary. 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs 

The  location  of  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  (OCA)  is 
shown  in  the  attached  organizational  chart  The  Office  staff 
will  consist  of  the  Director,  a  Deputy  Director,  and  a 
secretary.  Additional  assistance  will  be  provided,  as  needed, 
through  temporary  assignment  of  required  specialists.  By 
February  1981,  the  Director  of  OCA  will  reassess  the 
adequacy  of  the  size  and  composition  of  this  staff  and 
recommend  any  appropriate  changes  to  the  Secretary. 

The  overall  responsibilities  of  OCA  are  to: 

1.  Advise  the  Secretary  and  top  USDA  officials  on 
consumer  affairs. 

2.  Development  and  articulate  a  Department-wide 
philosophy  and  policies  regarding  consumer  participation, 
consumer  information  and  education,  consumer  affairs 
training,  and  consumer  complaint  handling. 

3.  Monitor  and  evaluate  the  implementation  of  these 
policies. 

4.  Work  with  the  Office  of  Budget,  Planning  and 
Evaluation  to  ensure  that  consumers  are  involved  and  their 
interests  adequately  considered  in  USDA  decisions. 

5.  Serve  as  a  consumer  ombudsman  and  communication 
link  between  the  consuming  public  and  the  Department,  as 
well  as  between  the  Office  of  the  Secretary  and  USDA  units. 

In  order  to  carry  out  these  duties  in  a  meaningful  way,  the 
Director  of  OCA  will  participate  in,  and  where  appropriate, 
initiate  or  recommend  the  development  and  review  of  rules, 
policies,  programs,  and  legislation  having  significant  impacts 
on  consumers. 

Regulations  and  Actions  are  deemed  “significant”  if  they: 

•  will  cause  a  substantial  increase  or  reduction  in  program 
coverage  affecting  a  significant  number  of  people. 

•  will  cause  a  substantial  change  in  total  program  outlays 
or  in  the  level  of  direct,  indirect  or  induced  benefits  or  costs. 

•  will  substantially  alter  enforcement  or  compliance 
requirements. 

•  will  significantly  expand  or  contract  public  services 
which  might  affect  any  stage  of  production,  processing, 
distribution  or  consumption. 

•  are  likely  to  raise  significant  controversy  due  to  conflict 
over  questions  of  fact  or  impact. 


At  the  outset  of  any  decisionmaking  proceeding 
specifically  related  to  consumer  issues,  OCA  will  receive 
copies  of  public  participation  plans  and  draft  impact 
analyses.  The  Director  will  review  and  comment 
appropriately  to  top  USDA  policy  officials.  The  Director  will 
participate  in  staff  meetings  of  the  Office  of  the  Secretary, 
and  other  policy  and  program  briefings  normally  attended  by 
Assistants  to  the  Secretary.  The  Director  will  also 
communicate  directly  with  assistant  secretaries,  directors, 
and  agency  heads  on  issues  of  concern  to  consumers. 

Consumer  Affairs  Contacts 

Authority  for  administering  the  Department’s  many 
projgrams  rests  primarily  with  individual  units  in  the 
organization,  which  USDA  calls  “agencies.”  The  head  of 
each  agency  reports  to  the  Under  Secretary  for  International 
Affairs  and  Commodity  Programs,  an  assistant  secretary  or  a 
director.  Several  other  units  are  responsible  mainly  for 
coordination  and  support  of  agency  programs,  or 
Departmental  administration.  Some  report  to  assistant 
secretaries,  others  directly  to  the  Secretary  (see  the 
organization  chart). 

OCA  will  carry  out  many  of  its  responsibilities  with  the 
involvement  and  assistance  of  Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  in 
USDA  agencies  and  related  offices  whose  programs  have 
important  direct  or  indirect  impacts  on  consumers. 

'The  Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  will  report  to  their 
respective  agency  heads.  'The  Director  of  OCA  will  approve 
the  designation  of  Contacts.  The  agency  Consumer  Affairs 
Contacts  will:  (1)  work  with  OCA  and  policy  officials  to 
develop  and  improve  policies,  guidelines,  and  procedures  for 
carrying  out  the  Department’s  consumer  affairs  plan,  (2) 
monitor  public  participation  plans  and  actions  at  the  agency 
level  for  adequate  consumer  involvement,  (3)  work  with 
policy  analysts  and  others  to  ensure  that  impact  analyses 
conducted  at  the  agency  level  adequately  identify  and 
describe  consumer  impacts,  (4)  otherwise  develop  and 
ensure  a  consumer  perspective  within  their  agencies,  (5) 
work  with  OCA  to  acquire  and  extend  appropriate  consumer 
affairs  training  for  their  agency  personnel,  and  (6)  serve  as  a 
consumer  affairs  communication  link  between  their  agencies 
and  OCA,  and  with  other  departments  having  related 
responsibilities. 

The  Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  will  constitute  a  Consumer 
Affairs  Working  Group,  to  be  chaired  by  the  Director  of 
OCA.  The  Working  Group  will  be  the  Department’s 
consumer  affairs  sounding  board  and  training  forum. 

Through  regular  meetings  of  the  Group,  or  subgroups,  ideas 
and  information  on  consumer  issues,  hearings,  briefings,  and 
related  developments  will  be  shared.  The  Group  will  also 
facilitate  joint  consumer  affairs  activities  involving  two  or 
more  agencies. 

The  following  agencies  will  have  Consumer  Affairs 
Contacts: 

Agricultural  Marketing  Service 
Agricultural  Stabilization  and  Conservation  Service 
Animal  and  Plant  Health  Inspection  Service 
Economics,  Statistics  and  Cooperatives  Service 
Farmers  Home  Administration 
Food  and  Nutrition  Service 

Forest  Service  ' 

Food  Safety  and  Quality  Service 
Rural  Electrification  Administration 
Science  and  Education  Administration 
Soil  Conservation  Service 

In  addition.  Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  will  be  named  in 
offices  with  responsibilities  closely  related  to  those  of  OCA, 
such  as  the  Office  of  Budget,  Planning  and  Evaluation,  and 
the  Office  of  Governmental  and  Public  Affairs. 
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Other  USDA  agencies  and  offices  will  not  be  asked  to 
designate  consumer  affairs  contacts  at  this  time,  either 
because  they  are  mainly  responsible  for  coordination  and 
support  of  other  Department  programs  or  because  the 
impacts  on  consumers  of  their  programs  are  far  less 
significant  than  those  of  the  agencies  listed  above.  However, 
appropriate  communication  with  these  other  units  will  be 
maintained  by  OCA,  and  the  Director  will  request  consumer 
affairs  participation  from  them  whenever  necessary. 

n.  CONSUMER  PARTICIPATION 

Responsibilities  of  Public  Participation  and  Analytical  Staffs 

In  response  to  Executive  Order  12044,  May  1978,  the 
Department  established  an  Office  of  Public  Participation  and 
Decision  System  Staff,  located  in  the  Office  of  Budget, 
Planning  and  Evaluation  (OBPE).  The  Public  Participation 
staff  is  responsible  for  increasing  substantive  public 
involvement  in  decisions  made  by  ‘he  Department.  The  Staff 
monitors  and  approves  agency  public  participation  plans  on 
signiHcant  decisions  and  consults  with  agency  staffs  to 
assure  effective  advance  planning  for  participation  by  those 
who  may  be  interested  in,  or  affected  by,  the  outcome  of  a 
given  action.  The  planning  process  involves  designing 
specific  strategies  and  information  techniques  to 
communicate  effectively  with  different  publics,  including  use 
of  prenotices,  special  mailings,  background  materials  on 
issues,  guidance  on  how  to  participate,  or  public  meetings 
and  briefings. 

Impact  analyses  are  conducted  to  be  sure  that  USDA 
decision-makers  have  the  beneHt  of  a  complete  analysis  of 
the  implications  of  decisions.  These  analyses  consider  the 
effects,  both  direct  and  indirect,  on  all  segments  of  the 
public.  Consumer  impacts  and  response  to  consumer 
comments  are  included.  If  there  is  no  consumer  impact,  the 
basis  for  that  determination  will  be  stated. 

These  procedures  apply  to  program  decisions  as  well  as  to 
rules  and  regulations.  Recently,  for  example,  the  Public 
Participation  staff  was  heavily  involved  in  arranging  10 
regional  meetings  held  by  the  Secretary  of  Agriculture  to 
solicit  public  comment  on  the  structure  of  American 
agriculture  and  government  policies  affecting  it. 

Responsibilities  of  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  and 
Consumer  Affairs  Contacts 

OCA  and  the  Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  will  not 
duplicate  tfiese  functions.  As  noted  above,  OCA  will  receive 
copies  of  public  participation  plans  and  draft  impact 
analyses  of  actions  specifically  related  to  consumer  issues. 
The  Director  of  OCA  will  monitor  the  functioning  of  this 
system,  and  review  and  comment  appropriately  to  top  USDA 
policy  officials.  Agency  Consumer  Affairs  Contacts  will 
assist  in  the  development  of  impact  analyses  and  public 
participation  plans  which  reflect  consumer  perspectives  and 
assure  participation. 

The  agencies  and  OBPE  staff  will  advise  the  Director  of 
OCA  of  upcoming  issues  of  consumer  significance,  and  the 
decision  timetable.  They  will  routinely  provide  the  Director 
of  OCA  with  consumer  comments  on  Federal  Register 
notices  and  proposed  rules,  as  well  as  the  agency’s  response 
to  those  comments. 

The  Department  will  pay  particular  attention  to  the  need 
for  consumer  participation  in  policy  and  program  decisions 
where  such  participation  has  been  limited.  The  Department 
will  encourage  consumer  input  from  the  earliest  stage  of 
regulations  and  other  types  of  significant  decisions  through 
public  hearings,  written  comments  and  forums  with  agency 
officials.  In  addition,  in  each  program  action,  analysts  will 
reflect  potential  consumer  impacts.  Consumers  will  be 


encouraged  to  commimicate  their  interests  through  existing 
advisory  groups  and  other  channels.  For  example,  a  logical 
channel  for  participation  in  decisions  on  Research  and 
Extention  education  is  the  National  Agricultural  Research 
and  Extension  Users  Advisory  Board,  established  under  the 
Food  and  Agriculture  Act  of  1977. 

Here  are  particular  steps  OCA  will  take  to  ensure 
consumer  understanding  and  participation  in  both 
rulemaking  and  program  decisions. 

•  Consumer  Communication  and  Resource  Network.  OCA 
will  identify  consumers  and  consumer  groups  by  type, 
geography,  and  areas  of  interest,  in  order  to  develop 
appropriate  mailing  lists  and  move  toward  meaningful  two- 
way  communication  with  the  consuming  public.  Any 
individual  or  organization  wishing  to  be  included  on  USDA 
consumer  mailing  lists  should  contact  the  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs,  U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture, 
Washington,  D.C.  20250. 

•  Consumer  Forums.  OCA  is  tentatively  planning  a  series 
of  consumer  forums  in  different  locations  throughout  the 
country  beginning  in  the  Fall  1980.  The  forums  will  deal  with 
how  and  when  to  participate,  and  program  and  rulemaking 
issues  of  particular  concern  to  consumers. 

•  USDA  Consumer  Advisory  Committee.  The  Department 
plans  to  establish  a  USDA  Consumer  Advisory  Committee  to 
advise  the  Secretary  and  top  USDA  officials  of  consumer 
needs  and  interests.  It  will  be  chaired  by  the  Director  of 
OCA. 

•  Collaboration  with  Extension.  The  Department  is  the 
Federal  member  of  the  Federal-State-County  Cooperative 
Extension  education  system.  State  Extension  specialists  and 
county  agents  provide  information  to  consumers  and  conduct 
consumer-oriented  educational  programs  on  a  day-to-day 
basis  in  almost  every  county  in  the  country.  OCA  will 
explore  with  Extension  officials  ways  in  which  these 
programs  can  strengthen  consumer  understanding  and 
participation  in  USDA  decisions.  This  will  involve  not  only 
disseminating  Department  information,  but  communicating 
the  concerns  and  interests  of  consumers  back  to  the 
Department.  OCA  will  also  explore  ways  in  which  to  help 
farmers  and  consumers  understand  one  another’s  problems 
and  concerns  better. 


’The  Department  recognizes  two  related  consumer 
information  needs.  One  is  information  to  help  consumers 
know  how  and  when  to  participate  in  USDA  decisionmaking. 
The  other  is  information  about  the  specific  problems  or 
issues  involved  in  a  decision. 

Since  publication  of  the  Draft  Plan,  the  Office  of  Public 
Participation  has  published  a  manual  on  how  and  when  to 
participate  in  USDA  decisions,  as  well  as  a  handbook  for 
applicants  for  reimbursement  of  costs  of  participating  in 
rulemaking.  OCA  will  publish  an  additional  guide 
specifically  for  consumers,  with  a  Fall  1980  target  date  for 
distribution. 

The  Department  will  continue  to  publish  its  “Decision 
Calendar”  in  the  Federal  Register  twice  a  year.  This  calendar 
describes  upcoming  actions,  the  authority  under  which  they 
are  to  be  taken,  a  decision  timetable,  and  the  name  of  a 
person  to  contact  for  further  information. 

We  are  well  aware  that  only  a  small  fraction  of  the 
consuming  public  reads  the  F^eral  Register.  OCA  and  the 
Working  Group  will  seek  new  and  better  ways  to  inform  the 
consuming  public,  including  notification  of  open  meetings, 
hearings,  and  other  pertinent  information.  A  general  USDA 
consumer  newsletter  is  now  being  considered.  Other 
possibilites  include  increased  use  and  dissemination  to 
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consumer  groups  of  press  releases,  fact  sheets  and  special 
reports. 

We  are  also  aware  that  meaningful  communication  with 
the  consuming  public  must  respond  to  the  unique  needs  of 
different  consumers — the  young  and  the  elderly,  the 
handicapped,  Spanish-speaking,  minorities,  and  other 
groups.  A  major  goal  of  this  Plan  is  to  assist  those  consumers 
who  are  traditionally  “unrepresented.” 

OCA  will  work  closely  with  the  Office  of  Governmental 
and  Public  Affairs  and  agency  staffs  to  prevent  duplication 
and  to  ensure  the  most  effective  use  of  existing  materials 
and  dissemination  methods.  For  example,  the  Food  Safety 
and  Quality  Service  has  taken  the  lead  in  publishing  a 
consumer  newsletter  in  which  other  USDA  agencies  will  also 
report  food-related  items  of  interest  to  consximers. 

OCA  will  collaborate  with  the  Office  of  Governmental  and 
Public  Affairs,  the  Office  of  Public  Participation  and  agency 
staffs  to  identify  consumer  information  needs.  OCA  will 
develop  and  recommend  policy  guidelines  on  consumer 
information  by  February  1, 1981. 

The  Consumer  Communication  and  Resource  Network  and 
consumer  fonuns,  discussed  earlier,  will  provide  a  much- 
needed  basis  for  helping  to  identify  information  gaps  and 
test  new  approaches. 

IV.  EDUCATION  AND  TRAINING 
For  USDA  Personnel 

Through  personal  contact  and  participation  in  staff 
meetings,  the  Director  of  OCA  has  acquainted  personnel  in 
the  Office  of  the  Secretary,  the  Under  Secretary  for 
International  Affairs  and  Commodity  Programs,  assistant 
secretaries,  directors,  agency  heads,  and  other  staff  with  the 
Department’s  Consumer  Affairs  Plan.  OCA  will  prepare  and 
distribute  a  description  of  the  Final  Consumer  AJFfairs  Plan  to 
USDA  personnel.  Progress,  new  developments,  and 
consumer  issues  will  be  reported  to  them  on  a  continuing 
basis. 

The  Consumer  Affairs  Working  Group  will  be  a  major 
forum  and  catalyst  for  consumer  affairs  training.  USDA 
decisionmakers,  other  Federal  consumer  affairs  staff,  and 
consumer  representatives  will  be  invited  to  meet  with  the 
Group  to  provide  for  a  continuing  exchange.  Consumer 
Affairs  Contacts  will  facilitate  similar  exchanges  within 
agencies.  Information  on  consumer  affairs  training 
opportunities  and  experiences  will  be  shared  in  the 
Consumer  Affairs  Working  Group. 

USDA  educational  assistance  will  be  provided,  as  needed, 
to  its  telephone  operators,  field  staff  and  others  in  daily 
contact  with  the  public.  OCA  will  look  to  consumers  and 
consumer  representatives,  as  well  as  Department  staff,  to 
help  identify  these  and  other  internal  training  needs  and  to 
help  conduct  and  evaluate  training. 

For  Consumers 

The  Department  intends  that  consumer  education  and 
technical  assistance  will  be  integral  parts  of  the  process  of 
informing  and  communicating  with  the  consuming  public. 
Education  will  include  helping  consumers  know  how  to  use 
Department  information. 

Assistance  will  be  provided  on  request  to  consumers  and 
consumer  representatives  during  the  participation  process. 
For  example,  special  training  will  be  offered  to  those 
selected  to  serve  on  the  USDA  Consumer  Advisory 
Committee. 

V.  COMPLAINT  BANDUNG 

The  Department  recognizes  three  required  steps  in  the 
handling  of  consumer  complaints:  (1)  Ftompt,  accurate 


replies,  (2)  followup,  and  (3)  effective  use  of  complaints  in 
policy  and  program  evaluation.  ' 

Any  plan  to  monitor  and  strengthen  these  steps  must  also 
recognize  the  diversity  of  USDA  programs,  the  fact  that  a 
vast  majority  of  USDA  personnel  are  located  in  field  offices, 
and  varying  degrees  of  decentralization  of  control  over  field 
offices  of  the  Department. 

Under  the  direction  of  the  Department’s  Correspondence 
Review  Officer  in  the  Office  of  the  Secretary,  the 
Department  now  has  a  computerized  correspondence  control 
system  and  procedures  for  handling  all  complaints  received 
by  the  USDA  in  Washington.  The  system  has  the  capability 
of  acknowledging  receipt  of  complaints,  recording 
complaints  by  subject  matter  to  facilitate  subsequent 
tracking  and  analysis,  routing  of  complaints  to  appropriate 
offices  for  investigation  and  response,  and  the  tracking  and 
monitoring  of  complaint  investigations  and  responses. 

Working  with  the  Correspondence  Review  Officer  and 
other  USDA  staffs,  OCA  will  identify  those  complaints 
which  can  be  considered  "consumer”  complaints.  With  the 
existing  system  and  procedures  applied  to  the  handling  of 
consumer  complaints,  most  of  the  essential  requirements  for 
effective  consumer  complaint  handling — those  noted  < 

above — will  be  satisfied.  OCA  will  monitor  this  system  to 
ensure  promptness  and  quality  of  responses. 

OCA  will  also  develop  by  the  end  of  calendar  year  1980 
guidelines  carrying  out  the  following  additional  required 
functions: 

•  Informing  the  consuming  public  of  the  Department’s 
receptivity  to  complaints,  as  well  as  how,  when,  and  where 
to  submit  complaints; 

•  Analyzing  complaints  to  determine  their  implications  for 
agency  and  USDA  policymakers; 

•  Reporting  of  these  analyses  to  policymakers;  and 

•  Evaluating  the  consumer  complaint  handling  system. 
Educational  assistance  will  be  provided  to  individuals  and 
consumer  groups  to  help  them  better  imderstand  how  to 
express  their  problems,  and  what  the  Department  can  and 
cannot  be  expected  to  do  in  response  to  consumer 
complaints. 

Many  consumer  complaints  are  handled  by  agency  field 
offices.  It  would  not  be  a  service  to  consumers  to  add 
unnecessary  processing  of  complaints  in  the  Washington 
office.  However,  since  large  agencies  of  the  Department  have 
remote  access  to  the  Washington  correspondence  control 
system,  it  is  possible  that  subsystems  can  be  developed  to 
incorporate  into  the  Washington  system  appropriate 
complaint  handling  data  at  the  local  level. 

Guidelines  to  be  developed  by  OCA  for  consumer 
complaint  handling  in  Washington  will  also  include 
guidelines  for  field  handling  of*consumer  complaints.  The 
development  of  these  guidelines  will  draw  on  experiences  in 
other  public  agencies  and  the  private  sector.  Effective  and 
economical  ways  to  monitor  and  followup  on  complaints, 
such  as  telephone  contact,  will  be  encouraged.  The  basic 
need  for  educational  assistance,  incentives  and  rewards  for 
personnel  who  handle  complaints  within  the  Department 
will  be  addressed.  OCA  will  monitor  implementation  of 
these  guidelines  both  in  Washington  and  the  field. 

VI.  OVERSIGHT 

As  explained  under  “Consumer  Affairs  Perspective.”  the 
Director  of  the  OCA  is  a  full-time  Senior  Executive  Service 
position  reporting  directly  to  the  Secretary. 

Following  approval  and  publication  of  the  Department’s 
Final  Consumer  Affairs  Plan,  the  Department  will  initiate 
action  to  formally  establish  the  OCA  and  to  document  the 
Department’s  consumer  affairs  philosophy,  policy, 
procedures,  and  responsibilities.  Establishment  of  OCA  will 
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be  accomplished  by  July  9, 1980.  A  Federal  Register 
publication  will  give  public  notice  of  the  establishment  of 
OCA  and  state  the  responsibilities  delegated  to  the  Director 
of  OCA. 

|im  Williams, 

Acting  Secretary  Agriculture. 

May  28, 1980. 
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